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Introduction

Thanks so much for choosing to read The Shadow of a King, I do hope you enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

I think I should point out to readers of Shadowland, the first Uther story, that, The Shadow of a King, is not a direct sequel, but is a 'standalone' tale incorporating some of the later events in the life of Uther Pendragon. Although it isn't strictly necessary to have read Shadowland before this, I would, of course, recommend that you do!

The Shadow of a King is a work of historical fantasy, not historical fiction, so being fantasy, I get to throw in a few strange and fantastical things to entertain myself as I'm writing and for you as a reader; I hope that's going to work for you.

As it is historical, I try to use as many of the known 'facts' of the time as I can, but this is the time known as the Dark Ages, because there are very few facts and written accounts with which to work. These were the years, roughly speaking, between 476–800 AD when there was no Roman emperor in the West and their empire was ending. However, before they left, the Romans, and especially Caesar, wrote much about the British tribes, how they lived and how they fought.

Within the tribes, their history was mostly of the oral tradition with stories and legends told by travelling bards around crackling fires on dark nights. Much of what I draw upon to form the basis of my book comes from the old stories and legends of Uther, stories that these bards may well have told. Eventually, they were passed on and then written down hundreds of years later in books like the Mabinogion, a collection of eleven ancient Welsh tales that were transcribed around the year 1400 AD from tribal folklore.

We know that the bards were Druid trained for twelve years to recite stories, histories, poetry and songs upon the Isle of Mona, which was known as Ynys Mon in the old British tongue as well as current Welsh or better known these days as Anglesey Island. It lays a little way off the north-west coast of Wales. The bards in the tribal days would travel among the villages and settlements reciting their stories, singing their songs and telling the news of the time. They were the town criers or newspapers of the age bringing news and information to people who had little or no contact with the bigger world beyond the horizon.

I have written The Shadow of a King after researching and reading some of the legends handed down by the Bards. It is worth noting that a legend is not a myth, but a folk tale with some historical grounding that has been retold over the years. The historical grounding within The Shadow of a King is that Uther Pendragon did exist. His name was first mentioned in the Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain) compiled by Geoffrey of Monmouth, a Welsh cleric who lived between 1100 and 1155 AD. Geoffrey claimed he was merely translating into Latin a far more ancient text, which makes it legend. Whatever the case, it is from this book that most of the poems and stories regarding the exploits of Uther and Merlyn and even Uther's more mythical son, Arthur, have come. Certainly it is where I have based a lot of my story, with a very tongue in cheek offering of what might have taken place if these legends had indeed taken place, for who is to say what actually did happen, these after all were the Dark Ages and the Druids were… well, ask Uther about Druids…
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Oh that I could see to the Other Realm –

that I could learn the magic of the Ancients.

Oh that the secrets of the Druids

could be whispered in my ears

that I might know their beauty and their power –

that I might love again this land

and hear the voices of the Goddess and the God

in the trees and in the rivers.

 

Damh the Bard

**








[image: ]
 Chapter 1 
Glastening Abbey - AD 472

'No… please, do not move him. The King is not to be moved… I beg of you.' The nun stepped in front of the advancing warrior and pushed her hands against his chest, hindering his passage further into the dimly lit cell. 'There must be some mistake… the King is gravely ill.' She was flustered, almost beside herself in her wish to turn these intruders around and see them gone. 'The Abbess is not here, she sleeps now, but she left instructions that he cannot be disturbed… you may kill him.'

The warrior looked down at the small figure blocking his path. Her gown, as with all of these nuns, was a covering from head to foot of coarse black wool, stained and showing signs of many repairs. This nun was gazing up from beneath her cowl with a look of abject horror at his intrusion. Her pale white hands fluttered ineffectually against his stained and dented breastplate; then she glanced towards her charge, the lone figure that lay upon the cot within the damp, dark cell. Beside the cot, a single stub of candle was set upon a small table, its light reflecting from a thick torc of twisted gold, the dull metal gleaming in the candlelight; the candle guttered in the invasive draught sending shadows dancing along the rough, stone walls.

'Spirits preserve us, what a piss-hole,' the warrior whispered under his breath. Rats were moving close by, he could hear them, squeaking and rustling amongst the floor rushes in the darkness; the whole place reeked of vermin. This was a godforsaken place, even if it was an Abbey. Rank with the smell of rat piss, burning herbs and rotting flesh, but it was still an improvement on smells around the gathering of tribes he had so recently left. The Abbey was deathly cold, but at least it was out of the incessant, drizzling rain. The warrior raised a hand and rubbed absently at the knot of wires, shaped into the form of an intricate cross that hung between the ends of his own, somewhat thinner, gold torc at his throat. The cross was not a Christian emblem, but something far older, a connection to the ancient spirits of the land. For like many of his ilk, the warrior was still a follower of the old ways. He had not yet been won over by the honeyed words or threats of certain damnation delivered by the priests, should they not turn their backs upon their ancient Gods and follow the one nailed God. He didn't like nor trust them. Touching the cross had been an unconscious reflex to ward off the evil that he felt dwelt within the Abbey. He had not wanted to come here this night, but then fool's errand or not; he would do the Druid's work and so be it.

With a sigh, he removed his helm and brushed his fingers back through long, greying hair. It was thinning badly as the gesture rudely reminded him. He was tired, weary to the bone, truth be told, and his arms felt heavy from a clash with a Saxon raiding party during the dark hours of their riding to the Abbey.

They had met upon the wooded road, both groups startled to come upon the other, neither wishing to tarry yet both needing to pass the other. After a brief period of both parties shouting and taunting each other, each attempting to force the other to turn and run, they had fought, which of course had been inevitable. The clash had been brief and violent, but on this particular occasion, they had not taken any losses and sustained only one small wound to a member of their party. The Saxons, once past the Britons and heavy with raided goods, had fled towards their own border; it wasn't deemed prudent to pursue them considering the mission the Druid had tasked them with.

Drawing a deep breath, the warrior calmed himself. 'My name is Sir Ector, and I am sorry, lady, I surely am, but there is no mistake. My orders were spoken by the lips of the Druid Merlyn himself; our King must rise.' Turning, he threw his helm back into the hands of one of his men, gently brushed the sobbing nun to the side and approached the low sleeping pallet.

While he dropped to one knee beside his King, his two companions entered fully into the cell, bringing with them dampness and the sharp smell of the rainy dawn that had settled on the metal of their mail and armour.

'Sire.' In the inadequate light from the flickering candle, Uther Pendragon, High King of the Britons, appeared for all the world as if he may already be dead. Sir Ector studied the dying man and felt the small light of hope that he had been desperately holding onto, begin to dim, this surely could not be a man who within days would be leading a mass of warriors into battle. It would be some kind of Christian miracle if the King ever rose from this pallet again unless it was to be taken to his funeral pyre.

'Sire.' Sir Ector studied his King for some sign of life, some indication that he was hearing him. Yet there was nothing. The King's skin was white and mottled, hanging upon his bones as if it were made up of gossamer layers of autumn leaves, dry and yellow in the candlelight. The closed eyes of Uther Pendragon, eyes that were once so fierce and full of pride, were sunken back into their sockets, seemingly lost within the shadows of his soul.

'Uther, can you hear me, or is it that you are already walking in the Shadowland?' The room was silent as all within watched anxiously for something. Reaching out, the leather and metal of his armour creaking, Sir Ector placed the back of his hand close to Uther's mouth, holding it still for a few moments as he felt for breath. As he moved his hand up to the King's brow, the eyes fluttered open, and Sir Ector drew back sharply.

'Forgive me, Sire. I would not have disturbed you, but…'

The eyes blinked several times as the King returned from wherever it was that his soul had travelled, possibly to the gates of the Shadowland itself? Turning his head, he cast about the dim cell and finally found the features of the kneeling warrior. 'Ector?' The voice was weak, brittle, yet more than just the whisper Sir Ector had been hoping for, Uther Pendragon still lived.

'Sire, forgive me… the Druid has summoned you to the battlefield. He tells that the spirits have spoken to him, and it is time for you to lead us once more.' Sir Ector turned and gestured. One of his men stepped forward, and together they went about the task of gently raising the King to his feet.

It was a shock to find that Uther Pendragon weighed no more than a child. The King was pulled upright to hang limply between the two warriors. His head lolling down against his chest, the dirty white tunic he wore coming to just above bony knees, the heavy woollen leg wraps falling untucked about his ankles. Sir Ector began to wonder anew if these pitiful remains were just some hollow shell, an empty husk of the man who had once united the tribes of Britain, his former King, his friend. Had he witnessed life in the dying body, or had the King's soul merely turned back one last time before finally moving on? Despair returned to fill him once again, a fear that both the spirits and the old Druid might be wrong.

They dressed him quickly in warm woollen clothing and then placed a heavy cloak about his shoulders, then shuffled out of the cell with the nun's shrieking protests following them into the rush-strewn corridor.

More nuns arrived, drawn by the commotion, and it immediately became more difficult to manoeuvre with their charge as now several holy sisters began to wail and protest at seeing their King being moved.

The Abbey had originally been built as a fortified home by a Roman governor and was one of the only stone-built buildings in the area. A former chieftain had moved in when the Romans had left and then finally it had been gifted to the nuns by Uther when its previous owner had lost both favour, and then his life, in the King's court, but that had been some time ago. It was a narrow, dark labyrinth of halls, rooms, and passageways, with much wooden construction added to the former building over the years. Old and in a state of advanced neglect, it was damp, the thatch of the roof green and black with mould and mildew, the rooms and passages teeming with mice and rats. As they pushed past the nuns and moved through the confines in search of the main passage, the mixture of aromas became even stronger, mould and decay, vermin and unwashed bodies, concoctions of herbal medicines and communal cooking.

The spluttering torches that the warriors held sent a confusion of shadows ahead of them making it difficult to find their way out to where they had left their horses.

It was Sir Ector who led them, still pushing aside nuns who wept and implored him to take the King back to his rest. They sought to bar his way and confuse his direction, but he pushed on. And so, after much confusion and no little time, it was he who was first to emerge into the damp, but thankfully, sweeter chill air of the new morning.

Towards the east, he could see that the dawn sky was growing lighter low on the horizon, and it was just beginning to chase away the clinging darkness within the small enclosed square of the Abbey where they had left their horses.

He stopped; the rain pattering against his armour. Lit by the light of flickering torches that spluttered in the drizzling rain, twenty or so nuns sheltered beneath the eaves to the sides of the courtyard. However, it wasn't the nuns that had caught his attention and brought him to a halt, it was the tall figure dressed in black who stood alone in the middle of the open area, hood raised against the rain. As soon as they had emerged carrying the slumped body of Uther, the figure had raised its arms, palms out to bar their way. Somewhat startled, Sir Ector held up his torch aware of others coming out of the Abbey behind him. He was relieved to see the figure was no spirit, but as evidenced by the slim white wrists, that it was a woman, almost certainly the Abbess herself.

'What madness do you bring to our Lord's house?' she hissed. 'The King is dying. Does he not warrant your respect in these, his final days? Has he not done enough for his people that you must steal him away in the dark of the night? In the name of our Lord God, I tell you that he cannot be taken, he is the King. You will return him to his rest and leave him here to pass in peace.'

The Abbess stood unwavering, defying the heavily-armoured group to depart carrying their burden. Behind her, horses skittered and moved nervously, alarmed at the sudden raised voice and flickering torches. Eyes wide and staring, their warm breath clouded in the chill air, they continued to shuffle, the sound of their hooves clattering on the stone cobbles echoing strangely about the enclosed place, which only brought them more distress. They were big horses, bred for battle in open fields, not confined spaces such as the Abbey's courtyard and they were unusually skittish. The tribesman holding their reins in both hands, whispered soft promises and affections to them, pressing his face into the muzzle of the biggest, a mottled roan, as he tried to reassure them. The horse tapped the ground with its hoof and snorted, but his efforts seemed to calm them.

The Abbess was a tall woman and, as her position dictated, she was accustomed to being obeyed, yet after a moment's hesitation, whatever spell she had woven broke and Sir Ector and his men pushed past ignoring her and headed towards their mounts. The Abbess watched, her arms slowly returning to her sides as the King was hoisted unceremoniously up upon the back of one of the horses. He swayed in the saddle, yet somehow managed to keep his seat as his feet were thrust into the stirrups and then lashed into place. His eyes were closed as the warriors moved around him. As he began to slump forward, Sir Ector and one of his men quickly moved in to pull him back upright and then held him while an oak plank was set against his back and a length of flax linen wrapped tightly around both the King and the board, securing him erect and in place. The Abbess walked forward, dropping the hood of her cloak as she did so, and placed a hand upon the King's leg in a strangely familiar gesture. Long hair as black as her robes framed a striking face that appeared ghostly in the predawn light. Reaching up, she thrust an object into his hands, just as they were being tied to the pommel of the saddle. She felt him grip the object as the rough hemp of the rope dug into the flesh of his thin wrists.

'Go with God, Uther Pendragon, and I pray that the spirits may also be with you through this day. It seems your tasks among us may never be complete. I fear your people ask too much of you.' With a hand covering her mouth to stifle a sob, the Abbess stepped back into the company of the weeping nuns.

Armour was attached to the King; greaves for his legs and a breastplate to cover his chest. Over this was placed the heavy wool cloak that was tied in place around his body to protect him from the rain and also to shield the ropes that held him in place. The tribesmen all mounted, and in a final gesture, Sir Ector produced a golden crown from a bag set behind his saddle and tugged it firmly into place upon his King's lolling head. Preparations complete, he finally looked across to the Abbess.

'I am truly sorry, Morgana, but you know this is Merlyn's doing and not mine. I would let him die with dignity, here with you, but Merlyn says that he has communed with the spirits, and they call for the King to lead us in battle one final time. You know I cannot argue with either the spirits or the Druid.' Without waiting for a reply, he kicked his horse into motion, and the five mounted men clattered out into a cold grey dawn, the sound of their departure disturbing a host of crows into flight, the birds rising like winged smoke from an old dead elm to circle raucously above them.

The Abbess walked to the gateway and watched the riders go, four men moving at a trot, whilst the fifth bounced from side to side, appearing stiff and ungainly as they rounded the Tor and passed the muddy track that led up to holy Avalon.

'Close the gates.' She waved impatiently, and two nuns rushed to do her bidding, dragging the large, heavy gates closed with an echoing boom, shutting out the world of man.

One of the nuns stepped forward. 'Mother, we must pray for the King. Our Lord God shall cast his light of protection over…' The Abbess held up a hand as the rest of the nuns gathered around her expectantly.

'Sisters, you must indeed pray for our King, assemble in the chapel. However, I shall make my own preparations and then retire to my chambers and pray alone.' She clapped her hands, and the nuns moved off into the dark Abbey while the Abbess headed towards a separate doorway, intent upon devotions of her own.
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His body did not feel his own. Shapes and sounds drifted to him as if through a fog. It felt as if he were constantly falling, turning around and around, yet never landing nor coming into contact with the ground, just a never-ending drop where he spun and spun yet felt no need to scream, it was as if he were watching from afar. The consciousness of Uther Pendragon sat well behind the clouded eyes letting the sounds of cheering, calling and crying wash around him; it was all a dream that he would either awake from and laugh at, the absurdity of it all… or, perhaps, he may never wake again, it mattered not to him.
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'Is he dead?'

'No, he is not dead.' Sir Ector glared around, spat with distaste and then raised his voice above the murmuring of the gathering crowd. 'Uther Pendragon lives and has come to lead us to victory against the Saxons.' Standing up in his saddle, he shouted out above the heads of the gathered tribesmen, 'Step aside and make way for your King.' The growing huddle of battered warriors moved reluctantly to either side as Sir Ector, and his men led the horse carrying Uther Pendragon through their ranks and towards the cluster of pavilions set at the highest point on the hill. Wiping a sheen of wetness from his face, Sir Ector glanced up at the blue and white encampment on the hill above them, the wet pennons upon the pavilions as limp and lifeless as the gathered tribes.

There was less mud on the higher ground, but a direct route up the slope would mean more chance that the King might fall, and that could not be allowed to happen. He guided his charge towards a gentler, more winding path upward and they plodded on, trailing warriors that were keen to see the return of their King. Sir Ector looked back at the men traipsing after them through the mud. They were filthy and wore a ragtag assortment of armour, crests, and colours. Each man carried either a bow, a sword, or the majority, a spear; none walked unarmed. They were tired and disheartened, but not yet defeated. He realised that the sight of their King had already sent an energy amongst them that he had not seen for many long days. Glancing up he saw that even more men and women were running in from the outer shelters as news that the King had returned reached them and still more from the far woodland where those less fortunate had been sheltering. He glanced across at the white, unconscious Uther Pendragon as he swayed and rocked with the movement of the horse and wondered, not for the first time, what magic the Druid was about to unleash.

It was a terrible thing to be doing to a King, to the man he had stood beside, fought beside, eaten and laughed beside as he had risen from being a snotty kid with a big sword to the unifier of the tribes after his brother had died. The fact that Uther had been raised in an Iceni village was also a point of honour of course. As leader of the now landless Iceni, since the Saxons had forced the tribe to leave their ancestral lands, Ector knew his place was beside the King. He had known it was his place to bring him back if anyone was going to do it, but it hurt him to see the man, his friend, his King dying like this. To see him struck down, so close to death and yet not crossing into the Shadowland to be with those who had passed before him, it was not right, it was beyond his understanding, but he knew it was not right.

At the top of the hill, men had begun emerging from the pavilions, drawn by the commotion that the King's entrance had caused. As yet, he couldn't see the Druid, but he knew he would be there. They moved on.

It didn't take long to get to the top and more level ground, and as soon as they reached it, Sir Ector let out a sigh of relief that his King hadn't fallen backwards into the mud on the climb up. He tugged on the reins of Uther's horse so that it drew alongside him.

'Sire,' he hissed, trying to keep his voice from carrying. 'Uther… wake. Spirits help you, but wake Sire.' The King continued to sway in his saddle either asleep or dead; it was hard to tell which. Sir Ector muttered an oath and tugged on the reins again as his horse stepped forward. Three men had moved away from the group at the pavilions. They were walking towards them; the youngest already several strides in front of the others. Sir Ector saw the smile of joy turn to a frown of worry. The young man broke into a run and took the bridle of Uther's horse as soon as he reached them.

'Father? Oh, God, what have they done to you, Father?' He glared across at Sir Ector.

'My Lord, you were instructed to…' But the words died on his lips as the other two men arrived. Releasing the reins, Sir Ector sat taller in the saddle, fearing that he may now have displeased both the future King and also the Druid. Yet as he approached, the Druid was smiling, nodding at him.

'Well met, Sir Ector. Fear not, you have done well.' The old Druid moved forward, still smiling at them all warmly as if Uther were fit and well and strong enough to lead a horde of warriors against the whole Saxon nation. Sir Ector glanced at the King, just to be sure he was still the same dying man he had dragged from his death bed, and indeed, with eyes closed and lolling in the saddle, Uther still appeared to be far more dead than alive. The horse shifted, and Uther's head rolled alarmingly.

'Father! You… help me get him down.' The young man, aided by two warriors began to disentangle the King from his mount, while around them, several hundred tribesmen watched in silence. The only man who appeared delighted by the whole spectacle was Merlyn.

'Did you have any trouble at the Abbey, Sir Ector?' enquired Merlyn as Uther's hands were being untied. The King swayed backwards, but Sir Ector quickly reached across and held him upright again.

'No, Merlyn. All was as you said it would be.'

'And Morgana… the Abbess, how is she, did she delay you?'

'She was most vexed at us for retrieving the King,' Sir Ector stared into Merlyn's blue eyes – 'Most vexed indeed, but that was the whole of it.' Warriors were untying Uther's feet from the stirrups, and it was all Sir Ector could do to hold onto the King until he could be lowered gently to the ground.

'No, the King must stand.' Merlyn moved forward as the horses were led away and Sir Ector dismounted.

'My Lord Druid. The King, my father, cannot stand. Indeed, we still pray for some sign that he still lives. I shall want the reason and truth behind this or…'

'Patience Arthur. Have a little faith and find some patience. Believe in your father because he needs you now as much or possibly more than he has never needed you before.' The old Druid, white robes flapping in the breeze and long, grey hair wet and plastered to his scalp, approached the sad King as he slumped between the two tribesmen. Passing his staff to Arthur, he reached out, cupped the King's head between his two palms and then studied the King's face closely. He pressed his forehead against the King's.

'Wake up, Uther. It is time to come back and live in the world of man one last time; I'm sorry, old friend, but you must… awaken.'

As the Druid stepped back, Uther Pendragon opened his eyes, shook the two guards away groggily as if unsure how they came to be holding him and gazed about at the gathered men. A wave of murmurs and cries travelled back amongst the crowd until after just moments, cries of 'the King, the King', almost became deafening.

Merlyn stepped forward, took Uther's shoulders, and stared into the King's eyes once again. 'Welcome back Sire. I think it may be best if we had a little talk.'
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 Chapter 2 
Alone Amongst Friends

Uther sat hunched over a bowl of steaming broth, slowly spooning the rich mixture into his mouth, a look of tired contentment upon his face. He was listening with studied interest to Arthur as his son spoke of the months he had been away, of all the raids and skirmishes, and of the preparations they were making before meeting the main Saxon force in the coming days. Uther appeared not to notice, or was perhaps merely unconcerned as much of the broth spilt and soaked through his beard and onto the rough wood of the table in front of him. Around the pavilion, several others, including Merlyn, were content just to observe and witness their King's improving condition.

'The Saxons have been pushing us father. Our forces number less than half that they were a year ago, and yet the Saxon forces continue to grow. Angles are now crossing the water to join them, and the Saxons, under Octa, begin to scorn us as they have never done before.'

Arthur was a serious and earnest young man of just fourteen summers and big for his age. Training with weapons since he was a child had given him broad shoulders and a well-muscled physique. He had the strong jaw and serious nature of his father, but also the soft eyes and understanding nature of his mother, he would make a good King. As he spoke, he frequently glanced across to Merlyn or Sir Ector to confirm his words.

'Octa?' Uther lowered the wooden spoon and glanced from Arthur to the old Druid.

'Octa leads the Saxons here and is the son of a man you once knew upon the battlefield, a certain Hengist.' Merlyn motioned for Arthur to continue his explanation, which the boy seemed eager to do.

'Sir Ector has told me of the day you killed Hengist's brother, Horsa; maybe it will be me that kills Octa?' Uther looked at his son, shrugged and returned to his broth. He and Arthur weren't close, a situation that nobody could comprehend and everyone, including his son, blamed entirely upon Uther. From the moment of his birth, Arthur had lived within the household of Sir Ector, primarily to learn his martial skills, but within Sir Ector's household, he had also been under the direct control and tutelage of Merlyn in preparation for the demanding burden of becoming High King of all the tribes, the Pendragon.

Among the Britons, the placing of a son within another household at an early age was common practice. It was thought it would help to unite the tribes, however, to send a child away at birth was totally unheard of. Little reason had been given for this arrangement, yet Uther had apparently handed the squalling infant into Merlyn's care the very same day Arthur drew his first breath. Because of this distance, Uther had missed much in his son's development, and he was now enjoying the young man's company as he explained a few of the changes in relations with the Saxons that had taken place since Uther had fallen ill, a little more than a year before.

Arthur continued. 'Octa and his forces await us at Valerum, just two days march from where we gather the tribes here. Soon we will march and, God willing, we will finally push them back to the eastern coast.'

'God willing, my son, God willing indeed.' Joseph, the chubby priest who was Arthur's adviser, and very much his shadow, leant forward and patted the boy's shoulder beaming around at everyone. Uther glared at him, and the priest sat back, the smile dropping from his face. Arthur didn't notice the exchange; he was too flushed and excited. 'More men join us daily and now that you have returned to lead us, even more shall come. I am even more assured that we shall treat the Saxons to a stinging defeat.' Arthur smiled around at the assembled warriors, chiefs and elders seeking confirmation of his words. Uther could see that the men were all fond of his son, Sir Ector clapped the boy on the shoulder and calls of agreement came from several others including the simpering priest.

'Our King must rest,' announced Merlyn, using his staff to pull himself up onto his feet.

But Uther shook his head. 'I think I have rested long enough; it is time for me to talk to our men and women.' He stood and then reached out for support as he swayed on his feet.

'There will be time for that tomorrow, Sire,' said Merlyn, looking from Uther to the men, who were all showing signs of concern for their so recently returned King. 'Please, I would ask you all to leave us. I will talk with our King and then he will, indeed, rest.' Before Uther could say anything, Sir Ector took hold of Arthur's arm and led him from the pavilion talking quietly to him, with the priest skipping quickly behind them trying to keep up. The others followed mutely, several offering tidings and reassurances to Uther as they left.

When they had all gone, Merlyn turned once more to Uther. 'Sit down, Uther. You are newly awoken from what I can only imagine has been a long and weary sleep and of course, you are eager to catch up. However, your body is still weak. Let me explain a few things to you… sit, sit.' He gestured to the bench and Uther sank down, pushing the remains of his meal aside and leaned heavily on the table.

'Uther, you have been deathly sick, this I do not need to explain to you. You took a bad wound just after Beltane of last year. You were hunting for boar as I recall.' Merlyn shook his head at the absurdity of the incident. 'As you convalesced, the fevers took you and death almost claimed you, however, because of the agreement that was reached with the spirits when you fought and killed Horsa, we have a little…' - he waved his hands absently in the air and his eyes flared a little as he sought the correct words - '… we had a little opportunity to bend the rules.'

'Bend the rules… bend which rules?'

'Bend the rules of life and death, my friend.' The old Druid waved his hands for Uther to sit still and listen.

'Your son is very nearly ready to take the crown and an extremely fine leader he will become, of this I have no doubt. But this Octa has become somewhat of a problem and Arthur is not yet ready for him. Sir Ector and the others have done their best, but…' - he raised his hands gave a small look of despair - 'we have been losing too many men Uther. We are being pushed back towards the western coast. The Saxons and now the Angles take our lands and our people and make them their own, the tribes of Britain are a dying people.'

'What rules have been bent, Merlyn, what have you done to me?'

'Done to you? Uther, you walk, talk and breathe, whatever it is that I have… done to you, you might be a little grateful, hmm, don't you think?'

Uther slowly shook his head. 'I am never sure when I should be grateful to you, old man. You have played with me all of my life, and I'm sure that any agreements reached with the spirits were not done with my interests at heart, and they were certainly done without any approval from me. Do I not have any say in matters?' Uther rubbed at his eyes and cast a glance at the sleeping pallet. 'I am, after all, the King.' Then a thought struck him, and he turned back to the Druid.

'If I am so badly needed at this time, should I not reclaim Excalibur? If I carry that blade, then surely I would stand an even greater chance of leading our men in victory.' He watched Merlyn intently, his hopes of seeing the blade once more rising as he thought the Druid was in truth contemplating its return. However, Merlyn's face broke into a grin, and he shook a finger at Uther.

'You have carried the sword Excalibur, now it waits for another to wield it, perhaps it shall be your son, Arthur, perhaps another, we have yet to see. But you, Uther, you will never carry that blade again. I shall leave you to rest in a moment but understand this; I sent for you only because your people need to see you riding at the front of our ranks, at the head of our warriors as they go out to fight. If you lead your men in this last battle, I have foreseen that the Saxons will be beaten so badly, that it may take years for them to recover. Arthur needs that time, Uther.' Merlyn stood. 'Your people need that time. We need you to be our King in one final, glorious battle. Welcome back old friend, it is truly good to see you.'
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Uther arose slowly, with no little difficulty, as the first light of dawn announced itself by gradually revealing details of the draped cloth that hung over his sleeping cot. Although stiff and still drained of energy, he was, nevertheless, glad that the night was finally behind him. Exhausting, fitful visions had plagued his dreams, wolves, Picts, Merlyn wielding his staff… Arthur and, of course, Excalibur, while all the time he had felt the need to run, to get away, but then, as he turned to flee, he always fell, tripping and falling through the trees of the forest, bleeding, crying and feeling helplessly lost as in desperation he sought for escape.

It took a little time to rise and force his body upright and sitting, and then finally to stand up on unsteady feet. Pushing through the untied flaps of his pavilion, he was met by a brightening day that was, thankfully, free of rain. There was a stiff breeze blowing in from the east, and thick clouds were passing at speed above them, appearing like so many small boats chasing across a river as Uther stared up at them content for a moment to be awake and alive. It felt cool and clean, and there was a palpable air of relief that the rain had finally ceased. As he looked out over the thousands of men, women, children and animals that made up the gathered masses below him, he could feel it; a growing optimism. It showed in the smiles on people's faces that he could see moving further down the hill and despite his bad night of sleep, Uther felt so alive, more so than he had in a long, long time.

'Good morning, Your Grace.'

Uther glanced around and saw a young Iceni warrior standing to the side of the pavilion's entrance, tussled blonde hair and a large hawkish nose that didn't make her unattractive; she was grinning in obvious delight at being in the presence of her King.

Uther smiled, 'Oh, good morning…?'

'Maude, Your Grace. My father was with you at Mount Badon.' She drew herself to order, holding her spear more upright, obviously proud to be guarding her King.

'Maude… good morning Maude. Would you be so good as to aid your King? I am still a little weak from my illness and your support would be most welcome.'

'Of course, Lord.' Maude moved to Uther's side and held out her arm tattooed in swirling blue for him to take, which he did, shuffling forward on unsteady feet.

'The rain has stopped, Sire. I don't know if that was your doing, but it's the first time it's stopped in…. well, it feels like weeks!'

'I assure you, Maude, that stopping the rain most certainly wasn't my doing. It might be something Merlyn could accomplish, I wouldn't put that past him, but I am merely a very frail and mortal King.' He smiled as Maude frowned, and then said, 'I would need to be in far better health to stop the rain and stronger still to make the sun come out.' He laughed as Maude glanced at him with an astonished look on her face.

'Uther, you're awake!' Coming up the hill towards them with his robes hitched up as he walked carefully over the long, wet grass, was Merlyn, beaming happily through his scraggy white beard. 'And I see you are already bringing joy and…' - he glanced up at the scudding clouds - '… and possibly a little sunshine, or is that too much to hope for?'

Uther smiled. 'I've just been explaining to my new friend Maude, that I am not capable of much at all at the moment. I believe that if we are once again about to fight a decisive battle, as you have indicated, Merlyn, then I would like some information so we might turn things to our advantage. Perhaps we can meet Octa a little more prepared than he expects us to be.
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Although daylight had long since broken the hold of darkness, the chamber was dim, the shutters still closed, and only the smallest chinks of light were able to enter. The thin, bright shafts speared through the darkness, made whole as they reflected on the floating motes of dust and the smoke that lazily escaped from the small dying fire. The hearth was set in the middle of the room, and its fire had burnt fiercely for most of the night, but the bright flickering flames had long fled along with the supply of wood, leaving just a few glowing embers and a steady trickle of smoke.

The lone figure kneeling before it stared into the last glowing embers oblivious to the lack of light and the cloying, dense atmosphere.

Hers had been a long day and then an even longer night. She had spent most of the daylight hours, scouring the woods and countryside, gathering ash bark, mugwort, henbane and after visiting the hanging tree at the base of Glastening Tor, she had finally located a healthy mandrake plant, a rare find that only the most knowledgeable knew of, probably escaped from some ancient Roman herb garden.

Tradition dictated that the mandrake only grew upon ground that has been touched by fluids released by a hanging man. She knew it to grow in other locations as well, and that it was a rare non-native root growing from original plants brought in by the Romans during their occupation. She had already searched several abandoned old Roman villa sites, but finally, she had found her plant away from the villa, ten paces to the north of the hanging tree and had thought at the time that it was a good omen.

The extracting of the mandrake root took a little more precaution than had been necessary for the other items. After carefully digging all around to loosen the root, she had tied a rope, firstly to the base of the plant and then to her horse, and she had pulled it from a distance, chanting and covering her ears lest the sound of it being drawn should strike her down and kill her. The root once extracted was big and healthy, and resembled a dirty, stunted fat man. Once back at the Abbey, the kitchen garden had provided the final ingredients necessary. She had then eaten a sparse meal and then locked herself away, feeding the fire with the wood and a mixture of the roots, plants and herbs that she had gathered, both to banish the cold and, of course, to bring on the visions that she craved.

Now it was over, at the end of her night. The sweet pungency of the earlier blaze still hung heavy, and her thoughts and mind remained beyond the smouldering residues of the fire, they were currently many leagues away watching the dying King.

Her knuckles whitened as she gripped the last small branch of scented rosemary, twisting and worrying at the green sticks, the pointed, fragrant leaves long lost to the detritus and dust before her.

'He lives, yet remains a broken wretch of a man,' her mumbling voice signalled that she was close to her return. She began to sway, back and forth in time with her words. 'Uther Pendragon, you will… not… escape… your… penance. I shall not allow the Druid… to claim you again.' After a few moments, her eyes fluttered open, and Morgana Le Fay began to weep. Her body shook, and then her frustration erupted, and she pounded her thighs with her fists. The sobbing slowly began to subside, she stopped hitting herself and became still. Opening her eyes, she drew a hand across them to wipe away her tears and noticed the small, broken twigs she was holding. She lay them gently where she judged the fire still held enough heat to make them burn and then sniffed as they began to smoke and watched, her mind drifting a little, recalling her visions.

The King walked, he lived and was, by some strange miracle or Druidic trick, somewhat healthy, assuredly a whole lot more healthy than when she had last seen him, strapped to the back of a cantering horse.

'He still dies and, once he is returned, he shall surely die once more; slowly, in remorse… and alone. There must be cause for him to be returned and for that, he must return, close to death.' Gathering what was left of her energy, she rose from the floor, wincing at the cramping stiffness in her bones, and brushed the dirt and bits of twig from her robes.

The nuns would be finished with morning prayers and already about the many tasks it took to run the small Abbey. Crossing to the window, she threw open the shutter allowing the fresh air to enter and the smoke to depart and leant upon the sill. Gazing out, she brightened a little. One particular task that she kept for herself was the care of the Abbey's small flock of chickens. The prospect of being in the open and collecting some eggs lifted her spirits. With a sigh and a shake of her head at the strangeness of life, be it by the will of God or the eccentricities of the spirits, she walked from her chamber and headed down the dark corridor towards the gardens and waiting chickens. Uther Pendragon would return soon enough; it was inevitable, and when he did, she could get back to the unravelling of his soul once more. Mayhap there was a way that his return could be assured. She became lost in thought, and then her pace became brisker with her decision taken. A journey must be made, and a contract struck.

* * *

Within the central pavilion upon the hill, it was hot, uncomfortable and crowded with Druids, elders and warriors. The air was ripe with a heady aroma of stale exhaled breath, unclean bodies sweating in leather and plate armour and the ever present odour of horses. In the midst of the throng, Uther was starting to feel weak. He had been around men like these and Councils such as this for most of his life, yet this day the atmosphere offended him as it had never done before. His head ached, his back hurt, and he was longing for the release of his pallet, a little silence and the chance to be alone. It felt as if everyone in the pavilion was crowding him, looking for him to provide answers, expecting him to bring about some glorious victory after all their recent defeats. He shifted his position on the rough wooden bench and then pushed back hard against whomever it was that constantly leaned over him.

He glanced back into the bearded, surprised features of Sir Gareth, one of the most eager warriors and he knew, a good friend to Arthur. Drawing a breath he swallowed the rebuke he had been about to make and offered a smile and a little courtesy. 'Please, Sir Gareth, would you give me a little room.' The young warrior blushed and offered a mumbled apology before stepping back a little. Uther wiped the back of his sleeve across his brow, turned back to the business at hand and tried to make some sense from the information he had been hearing.

'I don't understand why we are just gathering our forces and then marching up to Valerum like so many cattle being driven to market? Explain to me again whose idea was it to fight a battle there?'

'It was Octa, Sire,' muttered Sir Ector.

'In that case, I certainly don't like the idea,' said Uther. 'Why are we doing what he wants?'

Sir Ector cleared his throat and sat a little straighter. 'The Saxon made a challenge for us to meet him upon the battlefield to settle our… differences once and for all. There has been no real battle with the Saxons since you became ill. We clash with them daily in some form or other as they mount raids against our holdings and attempt to force our border and we push them back, but this is the first time we have called to gather the tribes and are ready to form a shield wall.' Sir Ector kept his gaze upon the table where a rough plan of the country had been chalked. It was preferable to raising his eyes and looking into what he knew would be the piercing, blue-eyed gaze from his King.

'Settle our differences? What differences are we settling, Sir Ector? That they steal our land and, once conquered, force our people to bend under their Saxon rule. We strike them back, as we have always done, blood is spilt and on and on and on… This, I trust, has been our main complaint against our eastern neighbours, and theirs against us? You make it sound as if they are inviting us to dance at the Beltane celebrations rather than enter into battle.' Uther drew a breath and rubbed his eyes. 'We shall continue to clash with the Saxons regardless of the outcome of this battle. Throughout my reign we have made countless truces, fought scores of battles, reset our boundaries and, for a while, they have always honoured those agreements. But then more of their cursed longships arrive, and they seek to force the borders again. What we need is a decisive victory to gain some time so we can make our land our own once again under a new King as Merlyn suggests.' Uther looked towards Arthur, who sat opposite him. The young prince appeared, for a moment, as if he were about to object to the implication of Uther ever giving way to him, but Uther raised his hand to still him and spoke on.

'The land you indicated, the area chosen for the battle… here.' Uther placed a finger upon the chalked table. 'Have our scouts made any assessment?' I assume it favours Octa and his forces?'

'Yes, Sire. They already gather, however, it is on our border, which means neither side should be favoured.'

'I propose we gather our troops in the woodland, here,' - Uther's finger moved - 'to the south. 'How many men, chariots and horsemen do we have to make up our numbers? And what do we know of the Saxon strengths, how do they prepare for our upcoming dance? We need information, Sir Ector. I sorely miss Cal and his wolves right now, but perhaps we can find out a little more before our shield walls clash. Send out the scouts and get us information. It is knowledge that shall gain us our victory over Octa, not just a wall of hacking, thrusting steel, although we will need plenty of that. Let us talk of our forces.'

The Council continued throughout the day, calculating troops, reckoning supplies, comparing strengths and discussing the merits of the terrain around Valerum, until the light began to bleed from the day and bellies in the pavilion started to growl, bemoaning the lateness of a meal. The table was cleared, and those of a lesser rank sent to pass word amongst the men that plans were forming and that their King was preparing to lead them to a great and decisive victory.

For those that remained seated around the long uneven table, mead and ale were brought along with pallets of boar, pheasant and venison. The meal was eaten in the Roman style, from trenchers of thick, substantial platters of bread that were placed in front of each man and the food piled up and eaten from the top of it. The fat, grease and the rich gravy that accompanied the meats, all soaked into the bread, which was torn to shreds and enthusiastically and noisily devoured.

Five days later the tribes began to depart. The camp was dismantled, and the scouts led each tribe to the woodland south of Valerum.
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 Chapter 3 
Gift from a Crow

'His foot. Spirits man, tie it off… hold the horse still or for the life of me…' Uther heard the exchange although couldn't see Sir Ector and the other men as they continued the task of binding him to his horse, tugging him to and fro so he felt as if his head might burst. Humiliating it may be, but with his energies still much reduced, he was most certainly unable to keep his seat for any length of time without the aid of wood and hemp to hold him in place. He gasped as the horse took fright. It skittered and danced beneath him, and he was thrown somewhat violently to the side. It was all he could do to stay upright even though he had already been tied quite securely to the saddle. Thankfully, the beast settled, and he silently gave thanks to the spirits that it hadn't broken away and galloped off and that he had managed to keep his seat. The wooden board was once more in position, holding him stiffly offering a mixture of support and torment in equal measure. It was so tight and unyielding that when the horse moved it pressed into his back and despite the layers of padding, it constricted his breathing, but at least, it kept him in place.

With little else to do but endure, Uther gazed out from under the leather and steel helm that they had put on his head and tried to focus on the constantly shifting images as they spun past in front of him. His fever had returned, his vision was hampered, and it was hard to move his head. After a while, he was aware that he was slipping in and out of consciousness and that his condition, once again, was declining quite quickly, yet he was also mindful that this was a madness that he must endure.

They managed to bring his horse under control once more, and he swallowed the feelings of nausea, forcing his eyes to focus as his view stopped spinning and things began to come into focus. His breathing was rasping, echoing loud in his ears because of the helmet, and he felt a wave of panic that he tried to quell by drawing in slow deep breathes. The men finished with their knots and as they stepped away, the horse calmed now that it wasn't being pushed and pulled about.

'You are secure, Sire.' It was Sir Ector's voice, 'Are you well, King Uther?'

Well… how could he be well? But he knew Sir Ector enough to know that the warrior would require an answer.

'I live, Sir Ector, I live and endure,' he murmured. 'However, you should get us moving before I stop living and simply die of boredom.' He heard Sir Ector laugh, and then he must have moved away to find his own horse.

Uther returned to his own small world, still trying to swallow back nausea; the smell of dung, both horse and human that filled the damp air wasn't helping. He endeavoured to focus on some riders ahead and a rumbling chariot, and felt a bead of sweat trickle down from his brow, tickling him in a most irritating way. He couldn't get to it because his hands were tied quite securely to the saddle. Setting his mind to ignoring it, he concentrated his attention instead past the narrow nose guard of the helm, once again watching the churning throng of tribesmen as they readied for war around him. He drew in a breath, feeling the rope constraints around his chest tighten. The rope was a necessity; he knew that, but the helm wasn't. He hated the helm more than anything else. Merlyn had been smiling as he'd buckled it on, reminding Uther of when it had been passed to him by a crazy old Druid munching acorns so many years ago.

It had been the day after they had experienced a dreaming at the bottom of the Druid's well, Uther had been a boy then, a boy named Usher.

'He gave it to me, and I wore it at the battle of Aegelsthorpe, but I am now sure it was meant to be passed to you, Uther,' Merlyn had said. 'Truth be told I had quite forgotten that I had it, but it made itself known to me and now calls to be worn by its King in battle.' Uther had stared at the Druid, watching the white whiskered face as the buckle was fastened, rocking his head to the side as it was tightened and wondered what he still had planned for him, this man he had once called friend.

Oh, spirits, he was tired, so thoroughly exhausted.

Without warning, the horse broke to the side once again, dancing around in a circle as one of the men struggled to hold onto the reins whilst talking to the horse, to calm it. It was a jittery beast and no mistake, thought Uther. He heard others move in, trying to control his frightened animal and Uther resumed his own private misery, gazing out over the heads of warriors, chariots and horses as they spun past his visor.

The rain had eased at first light following a night where it had fallen relentlessly, drumming on the fabric of the pavilion above Uther's head, lending him dreams of charging horses and thundering chariots, but now it had all but stopped. As the mass of humanity had grudgingly roused themselves, the sun had risen somewhere behind the cloak of clouds to offer a weak and feeble light that barely pushed aside the darkness to welcome this new winter morn.

Uther sighed again, the sound loud in his ears. It was not a cold day, in fact in his layers of armour and cloaks, Uther Pendragon, High King of the Britons, was uncomfortably hot. He glanced up as best he could beneath the helm and watched as clouds in various shades of grey passed leaden and low above them. Uther felt his stomach gurgle. Oh spirits, allow me to keep my dignity today, don't let me shit myself. Casting his eyes past the closest horsemen to the encampment, he noticed that the same stiff breeze that was driving the clouds was tugging at the smoke as it rose from the countless fires being abandoned by the moving tribesmen. However, while the air was undoubtedly being purged, he reflected that it still remained somewhat pungent. Uther could smell the horses, the men and the mud, in fact, he realised that his sense of smell felt much sharper than he could ever remember it being before and right now he wasn't sure if this was such a good thing.

The horse moved beneath him, and he realised they were finally setting off. His attention returned to the warriors that he could see in front of him as they formed into ranks and joined the day's march. Men and women who had gathered here, drawn together in his name.

Riders had been sent out days before Uther's arrival. The fighting men and women of the Britons had been summoned from every tribe that remained at war and were still regularly raiding and clashing with the Saxon invaders. Even now, twenty-five years after the battle at Mount Badon, the different tribes could easily be distinguished by the way they dressed, or if their hair was worn long or cut short, how a group all wore beards grown long while another, calling and joking with them, were all clean shaven. Pennons and banners flew in the breeze, and he noticed that more warriors held identical shields that were decorated with the mark or sign of their clan, tribe or lord. The majority still carried an assortment of mismatched weapons and shields, with most still favouring the spear. Uther could see the horses, chariots and warriors daubed with white or blue handprints, swirls and spirals as the tribes had always done to set them apart.

His chin dropped to his chest and he snapped it back up, was he already dead, or was he somehow still alive? It all seemed like a dream he felt so removed from everything, so remote; Uther Pendragon lost this one battle, this time with consciousness, and slept.

* * *

'A woman demands to see you, we found her, riding alone… a woman, she…' The Saxon warrior who had just burst through the wooden door and ducked beneath the thatch of the entrance, now stood shuffling uncertainly upon the reed-strewn floor. He had left his spear and shield outside and was rubbing his hands together absently to dispel the cold. A simple round helmet was clamped down over his head and beneath his thick wool cloak, he wore the green tunic edged in red that marked him as from one of the northern Germanic tribes. Tearing his eyes away from his lord and protector, he glanced about at the other occupants of the large wooden hall.

As a newcomer to these shores, he had never had reason to enter this structure before. It was of far bigger construction and of a more ornate design than any of the other thirty or so huts that surrounded it in the centre of the village and was, therefore, quite a distraction. Glancing to his side, he confirmed the presence on the doorframe of brightly painted carvings. His eyes followed the twisting, moving shapes up the doorpost and then along beams, following them where they were most plentiful on the heavy beam that fronted the upper sleeping platform. Patterns and rune carvings painted in bright, vivid colours that seemed to jump and dance in the flickering firelight forcing his eyes to follow the scene. He could see bears prowling through vines and trees, wolves and deer running, battles raging and twisting and turning, and throughout, were intricate patterns and swirls.

He became vaguely aware of children's laughter, but as he looked to see where they were his eyes were stopped once more by the sight of several impressive shields leaning against the wall. The laughter sounded again, and his exploring eyes finally made it to the far corner of the hut where three small boys were watching him, distracted from their play with an old dog, its muzzle grey with age, its flapping ears were shredded in testament to its years of faithful service as a hound of war. He swallowed and tried to gather his wits, looking now for the familiar figure of his lord.

Close to the boys, two women were working a handloom; they had ignored his entrance, their heads still bent low to their tasks. Tending a large cooking pot that was suspended by a chain over the central cooking fire was another woman. She was staring at him, still frowning at the unwelcome draught that he had admitted into the hall just moments before, the waft of air having released a flurry of sparks in front of her.

The warrior realised with a sense of alarm that his mouth was hanging open and he quickly closed it with an audible click, which made the boys laugh again, they were still watching him, waiting expectantly for the exchange that was about to take place with their father. Feeling a flush of shame, he quickly turned back to his lord, who sat on a bench on the other side of the fire, watching him, waiting for an answer to a question he hadn't heard.

'I said, you found who riding alone? What are you spluttering about? What woman makes demands upon me at any time, especially now at the end of my day?' Octa scowled at the intrusion, but he was warm and content, and truth be told, he was intrigued by a woman who could so unsettle one of his men, even if it was one who still had his feet wet from the crossing. He tried to remember the warrior's name. He was one of the newcomers, come to find his place in this green land so rich in soil and plunder. He watched as the warrior fidgeted with his single, dull metal armband, after finally returning his wandering gaze.

'A woman has ridden in, Lord. She wears the black robes of the Christians and stands like a crow waiting to pluck the eyes from my face. Lord… she has no escort and rides past our guards demanding to speak with you. We turned her away, yet she will not leave and insists upon an audience without delay. She contends that you will speak with her. She talks of aiding you with a wergild, a debt of blood for which she knows you seek payment.'

Octa smiled, now even more intrigued by the distraction of this visitor. 'A woman that dresses like a crow and speaks of wergild? I shall keep my eyes covered, to be sure. However, if she is one of the Christians, I doubt she carries weapons, and if she does, then I'm sure my boys will defend their father.' He laughed, opened his arms and the boys came charging over and leapt into their father's lap. 'Bid her enter.'

The warrior ducked out, pulling the wooden door closed behind him with a bang. Octa hugged his boys and then sent them to play back in their corner, the dog wagging its tail enthusiastically at their boisterous return to its company. He smiled, watching them as they giggled happily, the dog trying to lick at their faces, its huge tattered head, nuzzling them affectionately.

The doorway creaked open again, and a slim figure, covered from head to foot in folds of black cloth ducked low to enter. This truly is a crow that has come to visit me, thought Octa as he made the sign of protection, the description was not unwarranted; a shiver of superstitious fear ran through him at the simile. He studied her as the crow-woman slowly stood straight, squinting slightly as her sight became accustomed to the light within the hall, quickly scanning the space about her as she threw back the hood of her cloak.

The woman's skin was pale, made almost white by the contrast of her long black hair and lips shown red from the cold of the early winter evening even in the gloom, she was quite beautiful he realised, but in an unsettling way. Before either she or Octa could say anything, the old war-hound stood and took a pace towards her, hackles rising as it gave a low, threatening growl, the ageing pet once more the hound of war as it readied to protect its charges from the intruder. For a moment the people in the hall became silent, and then the animal took another step towards her, its growl growing louder. She cast a quick glance in his direction, before raising a hand towards the dog; the index and little fingers extended while the rest of her hand clenched into a fist. Her head tipped forward and, as she stared at the dog, she made a small keening sound and slowly lowered her hand. The dog responded immediately, tail dropping, it slowly sank to the ground and lowered its head between its paws and then whimpering, it shuffled back to the protective embrace of the three boys.

One of the women working the loom hissed and made a sign of protection while her companion picked up a knife and made to rise, but Octa was already on his feet.

'Witchcraft? You bring dark magic to my hearth?' He advanced towards the visitor, the long blade of his seax held before him, but as he got closer, he saw she was smiling.

'I bring no magic into your home, Lord Octa. A simple trick to confound an old dog. I apologise, I do not wish you, nor your kin, any insult or injury; I am at your mercy.' She bowed her head and spread her arms wide in formal supplicancy. 'The fact of the matter is that this evening, after travelling almost all of the day, I come to you tired and unprotected, seeking only to bring honour and victory to you and your people.' Octa lowered his blade and, after a moment, waved towards the fire, indicating that his visitor should sit, which she did with obvious relief, plainly exhausted from her journey.

'You are a guest in my village and in my home, and as such I welcome you, we were about to begin our meal, you will join us.' It was said as a statement of fact rather than an invitation. He signalled to the woman tending the fire and watched silently as first a bowl of steaming meal stew was offered and then a smaller bowl of warm apple wine was poured and set before his guest.

'I thank you for your hospitality, Lord Octa.' The woman sipped some of the fragrant brew and then placed the bowl in front of her. 'I am the Abbess Morgana. I lead a small group of sisters in the worship of our Lord at the Abbey at Holy Glastening. Are you familiar with our Abbey my Lord?'

Octa accepted his own bowl of stew and then nodded. 'Although I have not yet been there, we know of the Abbey, because…' - he waved his hands as he thought of the correct words - 'our… contacts… have told us that your King Uther is there dying, yes?' He fished out a piece of eel from the bowl and gnawed the meat from the central bone before tossing it towards the dog. The old hound lifted its head to glance towards the offering, but then went back to sleep, giving a low whining sigh, Octa shook his head.

'Until recently, King Uther was indeed a guest at our Abbey, in fact, he was under my personal care.' Morgana took another sip of the wine and then set her bowl down and smoothed her robe. 'Now, however, the King has risen. He was summoned by the Druids and has now returned to his warriors. As we sit here enjoying the heat of your hearth, he is preparing to lead the tribes against you and your men when you meet at Valerum.'

'How can a dying man lead troops? The reports that I received claimed that he was standing at the gates of the Shadowland, that his light was almost gone from this world… were those reports incorrect?'

'Your informant did not lie. The King has been gravely ill and had almost passed. I did not think there was anything else that could be done for him. His spirit had faded, he had not taken sustenance for many days, his body was weak and he was more than halfway towards death.'

'Yet he now walks and leads men to battle, this half dead King? Something is not right with this; your Druids have enchanted him with their spells.' Octa gazed into the flames of the fire. 'And why do you, a Briton, come to me with this news? Do you seek to profit some favour or plead with me? To perhaps gain some kind of promise that we will not raid your Abbey for its gold and silver or turn me from my task of making this a Saxon land?'

'There is no gold or silver at Glastening and I seek no favour from you, Lord Octa, I come offering you information and ask nothing from you in return. I know you have wergild, a debt of blood to collect from King Uther, he killed your uncle, Lord Horsa, when you were still a child and I have heard it said that you have long wished this debt paid. I bring you information, but I have my own reasons for doing this. I will have the King returned to my care before you kill him and you will help me accomplish this.' Taking a small clay bottle from her cloak, Morgana leant forward and held it out. Octa sat back and stared down at the flask for a moment before glancing up questioningly at his guest.

'There is a grove to the west of Valerum that is sacred to the Druids; your raiding parties will no doubt know of it. The King will rest there before he meets with you in battle, or perhaps after. I do not know which, but I have seen that he will be there.' Morgana waved a hand dismissively. 'Anyway, there is a pool in the grove into which you must tip this potion. It will only bring an affect upon King Uther.'

'You say you have seen he will be there? You have the gift?' Octa glanced across to the women working the loom; they had both stopped and were listening to the exchange. The elder of the two gave a barely perceptible nod, and Octa returned his attention to Morgana. He stared into her eyes for a moment and then, reaching out, he took the bottle. 'Let us hope he visits before the battle commences, this half dead King of yours is a bad omen… an evil omen. I care not for your motives in this, but we will treat him to your potion and may Loki choose to cast him down.' He smiled, studying his guest. 'You didn't start fluttering and crossing yourself at the mention of one of my Gods, yet you wear the black of the Christian priests and you have that,' he pointed to the simple wooden cross hanging from a cord around her neck. 'You are a strange one; you are not like the Christians who come to preach amongst my people.' He smiled and gestured towards the cross again. 'You are not a real follower of this nailed god are you? You, I sense are something more.'

Morgana's hand touched the cross and drew in a breath. 'I follow many teachings, Lord Octa. I find truths and messages come to those who will take the time to listen. Truth passes through many lips, through countless ears and are attributed to many Gods. Yes, I listen and pray to the one God of the Christians, I find it prudent in many ways, but I also listen and speak with the old Gods, for, more often than not, it is they who speak to me the loudest.' She drew back her sleeve to show an intricately inked design that covered her forearm, a serpent that wrapped around and around her arm in writhing coils, only to reappear again to bite its own tail.
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